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“A traditional mystery complicated by the characters’ desires to keep secrets and the self-serving manipulations of others . . . A good read with urban grit and a spicy climax.” —The Hamilton Spectator

“A mystery that fits the bill.” – National Post

“The novel’s short, punchy chapters whisk the story along to a thrilling climax, while the characters’ relationships and rivalries provide a strong emotional anchor.” – Quill & Quire

“This is truly a fast-moving, action-packed thriller . . . Great story with strong plot!” – Nightreader

“The modest but resourceful Casey is a perfect heroine for our times, a combination of thought and action.” – Lou Allin, Crime Writers of Canada
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The idea for this book was inspired by my volunteer work many years ago at a detention center that no longer exists. Fraserview Youth Custody Center and its staff and residents are strictly products of my imagination.

Many thanks to Kemal Khan, retired director of Burnaby Youth Custody Services, for kindly answering questions about current youth custody centers. I also had the pleasure of meeting Gordon Cruse, author of Juvie: Inside Canada’s Youth Jails, whose experiences as a youth supervisor brought back a lot of memories and filled some gaps about things I’d long forgotten.

It was a privilege to work with Ruth Linka and the other talented folks who were with TouchWood Editions when this book was first published. And a big thanks to the Port Moody creative writing workshops that helped me along the way.

As always, heartfelt thanks to my family whose support means the world to me.
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Casey Holland Transit Mysteries
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The Opposite of Dark (#1)

Deadly Accusations (#2)

Beneath the Bleak New Moon (#3)

The Deep End (#4)

Knock Knock (#5)

The Blade Man (#6)

A Gold Satin Murder (#7)
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“Code white in Unit One common area!” a woman shouted through Mac Jorgenson’s two-way radio.

Oh, crap. As Casey looked at Mac, her already warm face grew hotter. It looked like her first volunteer shift in juvie was going to be eventful.

Mac put his thermos down and picked up the radio. “Copy that. On my way.” He reached for the suit jacket draped over his chair, then apparently thought better of it. While more voices acknowledged the call over the radio, he said, “Did you have a chance to memorize the codes?” 

“Yes.” Casey followed him out of his office. “Code white means staff need assistance.” And Unit One was the girls’ unit.

“Good. On day shifts, I have enough staff to assist with code calls, but evenings are another matter.”

For a two-hundred-thirty-pound man in his late fifties, Fraserview Youth Custody Center’s director moved surprisingly fast. He and Casey ran down the corridor, fluorescent tubes flickering above them. Although orientation had taken place only a few days ago, she couldn’t remember what was behind every door.

The farther they went, the hotter Casey became. She should have remembered not to wear anything too warm. Worse, the stench of over-cooked broccoli threatened to curdle her stomach. She remembered that the kitchen was just beyond the girls’ unit.

An Asian man charged into the unit. His navy cargo pants and light blue shirt identified him as a youth supervisor.

“That’s Winson Chen,” Mac said, slowing down and breathing hard. “He’s in charge of Unit Two.”

As they neared the girls’ unit, Casey heard shouting inside. “What can I do to help?”

“I’ll let you know.” Mac pushed the door open as someone yelled, “Get her!”

Winson and a female supervisor were trying to separate two brawling teenagers. Some girls clustered together were watching the action with amusement. A strawberry blonde stood next to the unit’s entrance, checking her nails and glancing at the fight with a bored expression. As the door closed, she peered through the small, thick pane of glass.

The brawlers grunted and cursed, ignoring the supervisors’ orders to break it up. A tall girl with light brown skin yanked her opponent’s dark blond dreadlocks. Dreadlock girl howled. Casey stayed near Mac, prepared to jump in if asked. He knew about her skills and some of the things she’d been through at work. Dreadlock girl stomped on the tall girl’s foot. Tall girl swore and recoiled, losing her balance.

Winson caught her before she fell. “That’s enough, Mercedes.”

“Let go!” She tried to twist away from him.

“First, you calm down, all right?”

“Sí, sí!” Her shoulders slackened. When Winson released her, Mercedes straightened up and ran her fingers through her black curls.

The unit’s supervisor, a petite, muscular woman, let go of Dreadlock girl. Scowling, she retrieved a tissue from her pocket and placed it over her bleeding hand.

“What happened?” Mac asked the supervisor.

She started to answer when Dreadlock girl blurted, “Mercedes stole my money and I want it back!”

“Liar!” Mercedes shouted.

“They both need some down time, Mac,” the supervisor said, dabbing her hand.

Her subdued tone didn’t match her harsh expression any better than her flaming cheeks matched her bleached, spiky hair. The woman inspected the front of her navy pullover, presumably checking for blood.

“How much is missing, Roxanne?” Mac asked Dreadlock girl.

“A twenty-dollar bill.”

Casey caught the furtive looks the girls exchanged.

“Why wasn’t the money in the lockbox?” Winson asked the girls’ supervisor.

The supervisor didn’t acknowledge him, but looked at Mac instead. “Roxanne neglected to tell me she had it.”

Mac turned to Roxanne. “Where did you get the money?”

The anger swirling around Roxanne was so strong that Casey half expected an electrical charge to zip around the room. “I got it from Mercedes, only she took it back.”

“I didn’t!”

“You two will wait in the Special Unit until we’ve found the money,” Mac said. “But first, I’d like everyone to meet our newest volunteer, who I trust will stick with us despite this inauspicious start. Casey’s a criminology student and an experienced security officer.”

And that was all Mac would say. Casey had been cautioned not to share her last name or any contact info with residents. Casey flashed a smile and hoped she didn’t look as awkward as she felt. The girls’ stares were wary. Winson gave her a brief nod.

“You’ll work with Mia tonight,” Mac said to Casey.

“Welcome aboard.” Mia barely looked at Casey as she continued to dab her wound.

“Thanks.”

“Winson, could you escort the ladies out, please?” Mac asked.

“Why should I go?” Roxanne shot back. “I was the one ripped off!”

“You also broke the rule about fighting,” Mac replied.

“She made me!” Roxanne pointed at her enemy. As Winson started to lead them out of the unit, Roxanne added, “You’ll get yours, bitch.”

Mercedes muttered something in Spanish.

“Stop it,” Winson said to her. “No one’s going to poop on anyone’s head. And you two know the rules about swearing and disrespect. Do you want to lose all privileges for the next week?”

“How do you know what I said?” Mercedes asked, but the door closed before Casey heard a response.

“Were you scratched or bitten?” Mac asked Mia.

“Gouged is more like it.”

“Do you need medical help?”

“Just a bandage.”

“I’ll get it. Casey, let me show you the first aid room.”

Back in the corridor, Casey gagged again on the broccoli stench. Her sweater clung to her sweaty back.

“I guess you now realize that I wasn’t exaggerating about the frequent violence in here,” Mac said, wiping his brow. “Juvie is a stressful, negative place filled with kids who have serious issues. Most have never lived a structured life. Some take to it. Others don’t.”

Casey had felt the oppression the moment she stepped into the building. “The only thing that really surprises me is the heat in this place.”

“The furnace is always in overdrive, but since this old building will be demolished soon, the powers that be won’t spend a penny to fix it.”

“I heard the new center is opening in six months. You must look forward to moving.”

“I’m too close to retirement to move anywhere. When the wrecking ball hits these walls, I’ll be boarding the nearest cruise ship.” Mac removed a large key ring from the belt around his ample waist. “The one perk to working here is that no one pays close attention to us. Fraserview’s simply a holding pen for the overflow of kids waiting to be transferred to Burnaby Youth Custody Services or the new facility, once it opens. Since none of the twenty-five residents are supposed to be here for more than a few days and the government’s on yet another cutback binge, we lack sufficient staffing and programs. Mind you, lack of program funding has been a problem for all facilities for years.” He unlocked the door. “I cope by managing things a little differently, trying to keep the atmosphere as relaxed as possible. As you’ve just seen, I often fail spectacularly.”

“I don’t think the failure’s yours.”

“The buck stops with me.” Mac switched on the lights. More fluorescent tubes flickered as if reluctant to get to work. “When people confuse a relaxed environment with a lax one, there can be a backlash.”

Was he alluding to staff as well as  residents?

“Still, I firmly believe in an open-door policy for everyone,” Mac added, “which is why I don’t keep my office locked. Of course, my computer’s password protected and the filing cabinets are always locked. After all, why tempt people?”

Casey wandered past a spotless sink, labeled cupboards, and a narrow bed. “Is there anything specific I should do in the girls’ unit?”

“See if anyone wants to chat while Mia and I search for the money.”

Mac had said that many residents simply want someone to listen to them. One or two girls might confide in her if they decided she was trustworthy.

“After your orientation, another girl was brought in, and she too is now under psychiatric care,” Mac added as he started out of the room. “That makes three out of the eight girls, so I’m sure I don’t have to tell you to tread lightly. Teenaged girls with legal and family problems, among other things, are hypersensitive.”

“So I’ve learned.”

“Right. You’ve encountered difficult teens through your work, correct?”

“Yeah, and I think I mentioned that I’m also the legal guardian of a thirteen-year-old girl. Drama isn’t new to me.” The truth was, Summer had been a gigantic pain in the ass lately.

“Oh, yes, I remember.” Mac locked the door. “Should none of the girls want to talk, feel free to search the common room for the money. If you aren’t comfortable with that, don’t worry, we’ll do it. Oh, and one more word of advice: don’t watch the girls too closely.” Mac jiggled the door handle, as if checking to ensure the door was locked. “Once they realize we’re serious about the search, it’s quite possible the money will magically reappear.”

Across the corridor, a woman pushed a cleaning cart out of a room. Her gray poodle perm matched the color of her polo shirt. The woman stopped to adjust the black cardigan partially hanging off the cart.

“Phyllis, this is our new volunteer, Casey.”

The woman peered at her through large glasses with light blue frames. She looked to be in her late sixties, early seventies.

“Hi,” Casey said. “I’m surprised you need a sweater in this place.”

“I mop the pool room,” Phyllis answered in a British accent. “It leaks. Cold in the basement too. It floods.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a lot of work.”

Phyllis nodded to Mac. “She’ll do.” And then she moved on. 

“For Phyllis, that’s a glowing endorsement,” Mac remarked.

On their way back to Unit One, Casey said, “This place seems too large for one cleaner. Does she have help?”

“There’s a fellow working in the other wing, plus more cleaning staff during the day. Phyllis prefers the slower pace of evenings, and no one makes her clean the basement. Her younger colleague does that.”

Casey had spent only a short time in the other wing of this L-shaped structure, but she knew it contained Unit Three, which was the second boys’ unit, as well as a classroom and an admissions area for new arrivals. At orientation, a boy was brought in, handcuffed and shackled. His personal effects were taken, a government-stamped towel and clothing issued, disinfecting shampoo handed out. It had been depressing to watch.

Casey followed Mac inside Unit One, where Mia was saying, “I repeat, no one goes to their rooms, opens their lockers, or leaves the common area until I say so.” She pointed at Casey. “The volunteer will ensure you comply. Understood?”

Casey cringed. She’d just been labeled an enforcer. She glanced at the strawberry blonde, who was now sitting at the table nearest the door. She stared at the tabletop, still uninterested in what was happening. The girls seemed oblivious to her as well.

“If we don’t find the money,” Mia went on, “we’ll be forced to resort to full body searches. Smoking privileges will also be canceled for a week.”

Mac looked at Casey. “Shout if you need us.” He followed Mia down the narrow hall to the back of the unit.

A group of four girls whispered to one another as they studied Casey.

“You’re kind of old to be in school, aren’t ya?” one of them said, as they ambled closer.

“Probably. I’m thirty-two.”

“My mom’s that old,” another remarked. “You have cool violet eyes. Are they contacts?”

“They’re real.”

“Those curls don’t look natural,” a third girl noted.

“They’re not. It’s a loose perm.”

“You should get rid of that shitty paper-bag color,” the first girl said, “or put highlights in.” She glanced at the music video playing on the TV. “Oh my god, I love this song!” The girl grabbed the remote and cranked up the volume. When her friends joined her on the sofa, all four began singing.

Casey turned to the strawberry blonde, who stood and again looked out the small window in the door. Was she seeking a chance to escape, or waiting for someone? Visiting hours were underway. The girl could be expecting a visitor, except visitors weren’t allowed in the units.

While Casey pretended not to watch the girls, she strolled around the room, wondering how many arguments these yellow-painted brick walls had absorbed over the decades. Pink and black anti-bullying posters hung next to the door. Other drawings brightened the adjoining wall: distinctive red-and-black Haida Gwaii art, vivid watercolors, and pen-and-ink drawings of flags, flowers, and places. The corner of each picture contained the artist’s name, country of origin, or ethnic background. At least twenty countries were represented.

The song ended and the volume went back down. Casey could almost feel some of the girls watching her, probably trying to figure out why anyone would come to Fraserview voluntarily. The strawberry blonde was still looking out the window.

“Hi,” Casey said, approaching her. “I noticed that there’s a half-finished jigsaw puzzle on that table in the corner. Do you like puzzles?”

The girl kept her gaze on the corridor. “No.”

“Are you waiting for a visitor?”

“No.”

Since she clearly wasn’t interested in conversation, Casey wandered toward the supervisor’s office. Windows in the upper half of the wall provided a full view of the common area. Aside from the computer, phone, and in-basket, only two files sat on the desk.

Casey started back across the common room. She spotted a twenty-dollar bill on the floor, partially hidden under the back of the sofa. The cluster of girls sat squeezed together, gawking at a nearly naked rapper swaggering across the TV screen.

The strawberry blonde yanked the door open and stepped into the corridor. “Justin!”

Oh, hell. Was she going to take off? Casey hurried after her and saw flushed, sweaty boys in gym shorts coming down the hall. Winson brought up the rear.

“Justin!” the girl called out. “I need to talk to you!”

A slim boy with large brown eyes glanced at her, then looked at the floor. Wait a sec. The kid looked familiar. Wasn’t that? . . . It couldn’t be. But he sure looked like Amy Sparrow’s grandson. Amy kept his photo on her desk at work. Amy’s grandson was named Justin. Casey had met him a couple of times at staff picnics, but the last one was four years ago.

“Hey, Sparrow,” a kid said. “Your girlfriend wants it bad.”

Oh, crap. Casey watched Justin hurry inside his unit. 

“That’s enough. Everyone hit the showers,” Winson said. “Back inside, Tanya.” He looked at Casey. “They’re not supposed to leave their unit without permission.”

Casey nodded and held the door open for Tanya, who stomped inside.

Did Amy know Justin was in juvie? She hadn’t mentioned him in a while, but Amy Sparrow didn’t talk about family that often. She was a true professional, the administrative rock who kept the security department on track.

With so many employees having their hours cut over recent weeks, Amy had barely been around since Christmas. Maybe that was a good thing. The confidentiality agreement Casey had signed meant she couldn’t reveal who was inside Fraserview. Amy adored Justin. If he was in trouble, she would want to know. Yet, who would be the one to tell her?
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Casey sat in front of Stan Cordaseto’s desk and tried not to cringe at his neon orange shirt and plaid jacket. The older Mainland’s security supervisor got, the more hideous his clothing choices became. His wife had given up the battle to coordinate his wardrobe ages ago. Despite the distraction, Casey had managed to get the gist of her new assignment.

“I’m not clear why GenMart’s loss prevention officer recommended you to her manager,” Stan said.

“Kendal Winters is an old friend who knows I live near the store.”

She’d also partied with Kendal on New Year’s Eve. Kendal had told her about the young shoplifters targeting GenMart Department Store, then escaping on Mainland Public Transport buses. Kendal’s proposal to have GenMart work with MPT security had intrigued Casey; however, she knew there were protocols to follow. Casey noticed the way Stan was rubbing his trim gray beard. She’d worked with him long enough to know that the gesture meant something wasn’t right.

“Is there a problem?” she asked.

“Marie was up for the next assignment.”

Casey had spotted Marie Crenshaw down by the ladies’ locker room a little while ago. She was probably still milling about, attempting to gather stronger employee support for unionization.

“I’m giving you this one because of your location and availability.” Stan slid a folder toward Casey.

“Thanks. Are the police okay with us doing surveillance?”

“Seeing as how the investigating officers believe these kids are part of a larger crime ring, yeah, they are. In fact, they want us to note which stops the kids exit at and which direction they go.”

“Given all the cutbacks Gwyn’s dumped on us, I’m surprised he’s allowing this.”

“Our illustrious president is doing the police and GenMart a favor by offering our resources. I’m sure he’ll cash in eventually,” Stan replied. “You can follow any of the suspects off the bus for a three-block radius, but that’s all. No confrontations or arrests unless you see them commit a crime. As usual, just observe and report, okay?”

“Understood.” Note taking wasn’t Casey’s favorite part of the job, but she’d learned to appreciate it the first time she needed to consult her notebook while on the witness stand in court. Even with cameras on the newer buses, detailed notes were still essential.

“Since the punks usually strike after school and in the evening, you’ll be on call from 3:00 PM until the store closes,” Stan said. “I doubt you’ll be called more than once a week, and even then it should only take a couple of hours.”

Thankfully, both of her criminology classes were in the morning. “How do you want me to approach this?”

“As soon as the suspects are spotted in the store, the loss prevention officer, or manager on duty, will phone your cell. Drive to GenMart and park in their lot, but don’t go inside. Just head for the bus stop right out front and wait for the boys to board.” Stan nodded toward the folder. “The police file number and contact info’s inside, and GenMart has camera footage of the suspects you can look at.”

“Good. I’ll call Kendal.” She stood and opened the door, glancing outside. “I haven’t seen Amy in ages. Is she here?”

“On her lunch break.” Stan tapped his pencil on the desk. “Gwyn’s cut her hours to three days a week, so she’s working her butt off to help with the annual report.”

Amy Sparrow had worked with Stan for a long time and they treated each other like family. Stan wasn’t the most talkative, cheerful person in the world, so Amy’s quiet, studious nature suited him. Did he know about Justin?

“Everything else okay with her?” Casey asked, keeping her tone casual.

Stan dropped the pencil. “Why?”

He knew. “It’s just that this is a miserable time of year, what with cutbacks and Christmas bills coming in. Think I’ll go say hi.”

Marie appeared in the doorway, her stare fixed on Casey. Casey wasn’t particularly surprised. She and Marie had never clicked and never would. Professional rivalry was a tough habit to break. Marie’s unreciprocated feelings for Lou, who’d moved in with Casey two months ago, didn’t help either.

Marie’s mouth developed a mean little twist. “What are you doing here, Casey?”

“Catching up with Stan.”

As Casey started to leave, Stan said, “Don’t go yet.”

Marie snatched the file out of Casey’s hand. “Is this the GenMart assignment?”

“How did you know about that?” Stan asked.

“I overheard you and Gwyn talking in here, so I thought I’d wait around till your meeting ended. Obviously, Casey beat me to it.”

“I asked her to come by,” Stan said.

Marie swept thick red hair away from her face. “You said the next assignment would be mine.”

“I’m giving it to Casey only because she lives five minutes from the store and getting there fast is crucial. She’ll be expected to drop everything at a moment’s notice. You’re a twenty-minute drive from GenMart, and your kids are too young for you to just take off.”

Leaning against the door, Marie sighed. “Anything else on the go? My stupid ex is defaulting on child support again, so I need more hours.”

“We’ve had several complaints about graffiti artists, and I’m waiting for Gywn’s go-ahead. Meanwhile, I have a question for both of you.” Stan folded his hands on the desk. “What have you heard about attempts to unionize staff?”

Crap. Casey exchanged a blank stare with Marie.

“This isn’t an interrogation,” Stan added. “But supervisors have been hearing things, so I’m just asking what’s up?”

Afraid her face would give too much away, Casey strolled toward Stan’s window, which overlooked the yard. This small, privately owned company had always been cash strapped, which was why employees were paid so little. She didn’t understand how Mainland, a company designed to cover the routes that TransLink’s enormous fleet didn’t usually serve, had wound up in direct competition with TransLink, whose workers were unionized and better paid.

“What have supervisors been hearing?” Marie asked.

Waiting for Stan’s answer, Casey looked directly below the window. There were fewer cars in staff parking these days. The yard looked abandoned and grim in the pelting rain.

“Nothing much.” Stan cleared his throat. “Look, I know things are tough and people are upset about salary freezes and reduced hours. I’m just trying to get a handle on the best way to sort this all out.”

“If we told you anything,” Marie said, “would you report it to Gwyn?”

“Nope. I’d rather he didn’t know I was asking.”

“Sorry, Stan,” Marie replied. “Can’t help you.”

“What about you, Casey?” he asked.

What was she supposed to say? If she sold out Marie, she’d destroy an already strained relationship, which would make her working life hell. On the other hand, Stan was a good guy who’d stood up for Casey more times than she could count. He deserved loyalty.

She turned around. “I got an email asking if I’d be interested in unionizing, but I didn’t respond.”

“Who sent it?”

Ignoring Marie’s stoic face, Casey focused on the dwarf jade bonsai sitting on the corner of Stan’s desk. The plant was supposed to help relieve stress. It sure in hell wasn’t helping now. “I don’t want to cause trouble.”

Stan drummed his fingers on the desk. “Cards on the table, ladies. Gwyn’s about to start a witch hunt, so if either of you is involved in a bid for certification, I’d be real careful who I discuss it with.”

Casey had clashed with Gwyn only once in eleven years, and that was just three months ago. He was a stubborn man perpetually trapped between providing excellent customer service and meeting the payroll. Keeping employees happy had slid down Gwyn’s priority list, and she’d lost respect for the man.

“Employees can barely pay their bills, Stan,” Marie said. “Why wouldn’t they want to earn the same as Coast Mountain drivers?”

“I sympathize,” Stan replied, “but how would they survive if there was no MPT at all? Union wages and benefits, not to mention the possibility of strikes, could bankrupt this company.”

The skepticism on Marie’s face was obvious. “Fine.” She marched out the door.

Casey didn’t follow, preferring to give Marie some space. She didn’t want to face accusations about disclosing union issues to management. She hadn’t, but Marie probably assumed she had. The woman hadn’t let the truth get in the way of badmouthing Casey in the past.

“Think I got through?” Stan asked.

“I hope so.” Though she wasn’t sure.

“Concentrate on the GenMart thing, okay?” Stan blew out a puff of air. “Just between you and me, Gwyn can find plenty of reasons to lay people off.”

Casey knew this. So did Marie, yet she’d chosen a risky venture anyway.
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A few months ago, Mainland’s lunchroom had been filled with laughing, chatting employees. Today, only four people were in the room when Casey entered, and no one was laughing. An accounting clerk had her elbow on the table and her hand on her forehead as she murmured into her phone. In another area, two drivers mumbled to each other between bites of food. The lack of camaraderie was sad, but not surprising. Those who had openly complained about the cutbacks wound up with verbal reprimands and further reduced hours. Censorship and uncertainty filled every molecule in this room. It was an unsettling contrast to the photos of company picnics and Christmas parties past still hanging on the back wall.

Part of Casey blamed Gwyn for Mainland’s financial troubles, but, in truth, they weren’t entirely his fault. It was common knowledge that Gwyn had gone into huge debt to start this business. Stricter government regulations demanding fuel-efficient buses had forced him to spend far more on newer buses than anticipated. Plans to expand routes farther east and into the Fraser Valley had been thwarted by more obstacles than anyone had bargained for, so Gwyn made do. Long-term employees had remained loyal to the company, but these days loyalty was strained. 

Amy, the fourth person in the lunchroom, sat on the far side of the room, in front of the row of windows that looked out onto Lougheed Highway. She had her back to both entrances, and her head was lowered as if she were reading something. Clutching her Juvenile Offenders in Canada textbook, Casey strolled between the round, white tables. She’d brought the book as a way to explain her presence at Fraserview. She’d tried to come up with a good opening line, but everything sounded so inadequate.

Casey cleared her throat. “Hi, stranger. Mind if I join you?”

When Amy looked up, the many new lines on her face shocked Casey. She’d never seen Amy without light pink lipstick and rouge before. Her usually tidy curls resembled a storm-battered bird’s nest.

“It’s good to see you.” Amy removed her glasses and let them dangle from the chain around her neck. “Have a seat.”

Casey pulled out a chair and placed the textbook on the table. “How have you been?”

“The year’s not off to a great start, but what can you do?” Amy shoved her paperback aside and removed a can of juice and a mug from her Pirates of the Caribbean lunch kit. “Are you all settled into domestic bliss?”

“Is there such a thing?” Casey’s laugh sounded more like a snort. “I knew Lou liked to collect things, I just didn’t know there’d be so many hockey magazines, CDs, DVDs, lava lamps, beer mugs, and—get this—bags of bottle caps.”

“It’s only been a couple of months. Adjusting takes time.”

“You know that patience isn’t my strong suit.”

“Indeed.” Amy smiled and then gazed out the window, her amusement fading. “Another miserable January.”

“No kidding.” The dark, wet days had made Vancouverites irritable. Horns honked twice as often and people with glum faces wandered down streets and through the malls. Bus passengers not preoccupied with electronic gadgets stared, zombie-like, out the windows. It was as if people had forgotten how to chill out, even for a few moments.

As Amy poured juice into the mug, she glanced at the textbook. “Are you taking another course?”

“Two, actually. It’s a lot of work, but if I don’t step it up I won’t get my criminology degree until I’m forty-five.” She held her breath as Amy put her glasses on and read the title. Amy’s tiny frame seemed to shrink. “I started volunteering at Fraserview Youth Custody Center on Friday nights.”

Amy removed her glasses again. Her mouth started to open, then closed. She cleared her throat. “Justin is there.”

“I saw him.” Casey tried not to cringe under Amy’s stare. Since Amy was the one who brought up Justin, Casey hadn’t broken confidentiality. Still, she couldn’t offer much information.

“Did you talk to him?” Amy asked. “What was he doing? Is he okay?”

“We didn’t talk. He was walking down the hall with other boys after a basketball game, but he seemed fine. Much taller than I remember.”

“Justin’s grown a lot, in many ways.” Amy lifted her mug with both hands. “What’s the center like?”

She hadn’t been there? Given how close she and Justin were, Casey was surprised. “It’s old. In fact, Fraserview’s closing in a few months. Only twenty-five kids are there now, so overcrowding isn’t an issue, and the director’s nice.”

Amy raised the mug to her lips, but her hands began to shake and she put it down. She was one of the calmest, most unemotional people Casey knew. It was unnerving to see her like this.

Amy rested her hands in her lap. “Justin and I used to be best friends. When he was five, I’d take him to the park and he’d tell me all the things he wanted to be when he grew up.” Her eyes glistened. “Whenever he stayed over, I read him The Very Hungry Caterpillar over and over again. I still know the words.” She wiped a tear away.

“I’m so sorry, Amy.” Casey touched her arm. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”

“You’re one of the most discreet people I know,” Amy replied. “Besides, you know Justin and that place.” She lowered her head. “His trial’s not until March, and he’s already been there three weeks.”

Good lord. What had Justin done? Casey glanced around the lunchroom. No one was close enough to overhear them. “I’m assuming Justin hasn’t been in detention before. As I understand it, juveniles aren’t incarcerated unless they’ve been charged with a really serious crime or have threatened to hurt others.”

The corners of Amy’s mouth drooped. “The first one.”

Casey sat back. “Oh, Amy.”

“Justin’s girlfriend, Tanya, is also in Fraserview, so I’m not sure he’d be eager to leave her behind even if he could get out. The boy thinks he’s in love. His lawyer tells me that this isn’t Tanya’s first time in custody.”

The strawberry blonde. Casey couldn’t tell Amy that she’d met the girl.

Amy sipped her juice, then put her empty sandwich container away. “Do you know why I use this silly lunchbox?”

Casey shook her head.

“It was the first present Justin ever bought me with his allowance. I took him to one of those pirate movies way back.” She looked at the box. “He wanted me to have a memento of a truly wonderful day together.” Amy reached for the mug. “The worst part about all this is the horrible realization that my grandson doesn’t trust a single adult in his life.”

Not even his grandmother? “How did it come to this, Amy?”

“An excellent question. Lord knows I’ve spent hours trying to figure out where everything went so wrong.” She drank the juice, and then sighed. “The trouble probably started around age ten, when his mother and my son Anthony started fighting constantly. Kirsten walked out on Anthony two years later. Justin was devastated.”

“How old is he now?”

“Fifteen. Last year Kirsten moved in with a man Justin despises. This Carl person has two kids who live with him, a boy and a girl. Tanya is friendly with Carl’s daughter, Didi, which is how Justin met her.”

“Does Justin live with Kirsten?”

“With Anthony. Kirsten has him on weekends. The visits usually end in disaster.”

“Does he fight with his mom or with Carl?”

“With all of them, except Didi. Justin has never felt a part of that family, not since day one.” Amy frowned. “I’ll never forgive Kirsten for putting her needs above his.”

“Have his parents visited him at Fraserview?”

Amy lowered her head. “Anthony did once, but I don’t know about Kirst—”

“Hi, Amy.” Marie plunked into a chair and looked from Amy to Casey. “Am I interrupting?”

Casey frowned. Marie damn well knew she was.

“We were just catching up,” Amy said and finished her drink.

“On what?”

“Nothing much.” Casey picked up her textbook as Amy put her mug away.

Marie’s mouth developed that mean little twist again. “Were you talking about the union thing?” She stared at Casey. “How you think I’ll ruin everything for Mainland?”

The urge to reply with something nasty welled up inside Casey, but she squashed it back. She wasn’t in the mood for a sparring match.

“Honestly, Marie,” Amy said. “Are you and Ingrid really going ahead with certification?”

“Totally.”

“Well, I hope it’ll make you happy.” Amy stood. “Because you’ll be doing far more harm than good.”

“You’re wrong, Amy. A reliable source told me that this company is making more money than it wants us to know. We’re practically being robbed.”

“Listen to me.” Amy leaned close to Marie. “The only reliable source in this place is Stan, and he would strongly disagree with your viewpoint.” She walked off. 

Casey trailed close behind, grateful that Marie wasn’t following. As they started up the stairs to the second floor, Amy said, “Will that silly woman ever learn to think before she acts? If she keeps stirring things up, she could lose her job.”

Casey wondered how true that was. If anyone had inside information, it would be Amy.

Amy stopped at the landing and looked up and down the stairwell. “There’s something I wanted to tell you before Marie showed up.” Amy hesitated. “I saw the shock and the curiosity on your face about Justin, so you should know that he’s been charged with the attempted murder of his stepbrother, Brady, and drug possession. They found heroin in Justin’s pocket.”

“Oh, no.” Casey remembered Justin as a friendly, easygoing kid. However, easygoing kids didn’t necessarily become easygoing teens.

“The police believe that Justin pushed Brady down the stairs in their home.” Amy looked at the ground. “He’d fought with Brady before. Justin’s an angry, frustrated boy, but I can’t believe that he would intentionally cause Brady that much harm or try to kill him.”

“How serious were Brady’s injuries?”

“From what I’ve heard, there’s damage to his neck and head, but I don’t know more than that.”

“Amy, do you know what triggered the fight?”

“Based on what Anthony and the police said, it seems that Justin, Tanya, and Brady went to a party hosted by a classmate of Brady’s. Unfortunately, the host’s parents were out for the evening.” Amy’s lips pinched together for a moment. “Ridiculous, isn’t it? Fifteen-year-olds left alone. Justin and Brady argued, and shortly afterward Justin and Tanya left and went to Kirsten’s. Apparently, Brady followed them and that’s when the brawl really got going.” Amy paused. “Anthony says that Brady’s a bully who resents Justin’s presence.”

Casey wondered if Justin was still furious with Brady, if he’d threatened to go after him again. “I take it Tanya’s been charged with attempted murder, too?”

“Yes, although according to his lawyer, Justin insists she had nothing to do with it. The police think otherwise. Given her history, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was the one who pushed Brady down the stairs. It would be like Justin to protect her.”

Tanya had been assertive Friday night—desperate to see Justin, but not overly aggressive. Maybe she wanted to make sure he’d back her up, get their story straight.

“Brady’s also known to police, as they say,” Amy added. “He
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